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Occupational health-or "industrial hygiene", as it was known in the early. twentieth century-has hardly figured in most accounts of the workplace. Business historians are mostly management oriented; medical and social historians have yet to give the subject the attention it deserves. Christopher Sellers' book is therefore particularly welcome.
It traces the history of industrial hygiene in America from its beginnings in the late nineteenth century to the late 1940s, a period which also saw industrial hygiene switch its interests from industrial disease to wider environmental problems. To In the 1890s, American occupational medicine was backward, government regulation lacking, and industrialists avoided liability for any health problems. In the Progressive era before 1914, social scientists and labour organizations-notably the American Association for Labor Legislationtargeted with some success known industrial diseases, such as the "phossy jaw" of the matchmakers. The investigatory strategy of social scientists and the networks they created paved the way for the first industrial hygienists. These included Alice Hamilton, a physician for the US Bureau of Labor, who was a key figure in establishing occupational disease research. Although industrialists were persuaded rather than compelled by Hamilton and others, by 1914 occupational health had become a marked function of the state. The baton of occupational health research was picked up during the war years by the Public Health Service (PHS), by which time state legislatures were drafting compensation laws, thus raising the spectre of liability for errant industrialists. This in turn stimulated the hiring of company physicians, a trend which continued after 1918.
In the inter-war period a reaction occurred. The studies of the PHS were attacked by industry, especially those that focused too narrowly on the workplace. Leading health researchers now put their faith in a more scientific approach, in which health hazards were examined primarily in the laboratory. By the 1920s, Harvard scientists had become the leaders in industrial hygiene research. The emphasis was on pure research, usually led by upper-and middle-class individuals who took no interest in politics and industry, yet had their work funded by businessmen. Not surprisingly, the era saw a marked convergence between scientists and industrialists, with industrial hygienists operating as a testing laboratory for toxic substances so that business could reassure the public of the safety of its products. In the depression and its aftermath, these scientists used the knowledge that they had acquired through occupational health to address wider environmental concerns such as air pollution. It signified a move in state resources and attention away from industrial health narrowly defined, a trend that was not halted until the 1970s.
Christopher Sellers Where contemporary history is concerned, it is not enough to trawl the written evidence. The scientific paper is partly, if unintentionally, fraudulent, giving as it does a sanitized account of what actually happened; and unpublished archives may be incomplete or even unavailable. So, whenever possible, the original participants in the events of interest must be interviewed; indeed, the Wellcome Trust makes it a condition of certain awards in the history of twentiethcentury medicine that the grantee should attend a course in interview technique.
The witness seminar, of which Tilli Tansey has organized more than a dozen at the Wellcome Institute for the History of Medicine since 1993, is a natural extension of this principle. Instead of dispatching a research assistant to interview individual makers of history, you gather together fifteen or so key figures and allow them to talk freely about events, supporting or correcting one another as may be. This book contains the proceedings of four such seminars: the discovery of monoclonal antibodies (used as a MacGuffin for a discussion on technology transfer, a theme that deserves much more attention), theories about autoimmunity (or, as we are told to call it, autoallergy), the discovery of endogenous opiates, and the establishment of the Committee on Safety of Drugs (later to become the CSM). These accounts are as problematic in their own way as written sources are: memory is fickle-tales of events are befogged by forgetfulness and moulded by the retrospectoscope; a written transcript cannot convey the nuances of expression or the body language that inform the audience; and the absence of certain important individuals (e.g. Hans Kosterlitz from the meeting on endogenous opiates) can alter the balance. But
